, the first British soldiers crossed over from Spain into France. At low tide, the men of the First Division walked across the sand banks and waded through the three-footdeep waters of the estuary of the Bidasoa River as it flowed into the Bay of Biscay. A little further upstream, thousands of other British and Portuguese troops crossed over; whilst in the mountains further inland the Light Division and Spanish forces fought their way up the heights overlooking the river, Spanish soldiers taking the summit of La Rhune the following night. With the successful crossing of the Bidasoa, Wellington had his foothold in France, coming in the wake of Vitoria and the fall of San Sebastian.
1
As Wellington's forces advanced into southern France, further to the north Napoleon's empire was unravelling. Terminally weakened by the catastrophic 1812 invasion of Russia, Napoleon was decisively defeated by Russian, Prussian and Austrian armies at Leipzig in October 1813, in what became known as the 'Battle of the Nations'. The shattered remains of Napoleon's forces retreated across the Continent, the allies crossing the Rhine in December 1813. Napoleon's last stand, the 'campaign of France' of early 1814, then ensued, culminating in the allied armies victoriously entering Paris on 31 March. Napoleon finally signed an unconditional abdication on 6 April 1814.
2
As all this unfolded, Wellington's Anglo-Portuguese army had pushed further into southern France. The British now faced only the ghosts of the former French armies of the Peninsula. From a high point of some 350,000 troops in the Peninsula in 1810-1811, the French forces had already been weakened over 1812-1813, with withdrawals first to assist in the invasion of Russia, and then to help manage the military fallout thereafter. 3 In the south-west of France, Wellington now faced a In the words of the subaltern George Gleig, who came late to the Iberian Peninsula in August 1813, the Bidasoa River was an 'inconsiderable stream'.
5 Yet the river and its fording, six months before the war ended, represented many different things to British soldiers, eliciting a mixture of emotional responses. Recalling the sight of France from the height of La Rhune, William Surtees wrote: 'We gazed upon it with strange and mingled emotions, hardly believing it possible that we had now reached and entered the territory of that once formidable nation.' 6 The Bidasoa marked the beginning of the end of the war within the Iberian Peninsula, more than five years and two months since the first British soldiers had landed at Mondego Bay. There was pride at having cast the French armies finally from the Peninsula, and excitement at the prospect of entering France, which had seemed incredibly remote in the early years. There was also homesickness. With the sight of France, the prospect of returning home seemed more realizable than ever. Joseph Donaldson recalled looking down onto the Bay of Biscay, the sight of the sea only adding to the longing for Britain:
It was now three years since we beheld it [the sea], during which time our hopes and wishes had often fondly turned to our native homes; each fresh campaign and each battle was reckoned the precursor of our return, but . . . we had almost begun to despair of ever beholding it again, when our recent successes, and the sight of the ocean which encircled the land of our birth, produced the most lively hopes and pleasing anticipations.
